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Exposure to adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) has been associated
with an increased risk of chronic disease, mental illness, and engagement in risky sexual
and substance use behaviors. While several interventions exist to mitigate the harmful
effects of ACE exposure on mental and behavioral health, few interventions address
the physical health needs of ACE-exposed youth. Public libraries serve 95% of the U.S.
population, and several already offer healthcare services, demonstrating a promising
yet understudied resource for addressing the unmet physical health needs of youth. In
this study, the relationship between library use and engagement in preventive physical
health services among ACE-exposed youth from Baltimore, Maryland (ages 11-13) were
examined.

Survey responses were drawn from a substance use prevention intervention
called Better Together. Preventive health services included whether adolescents had
received a physical exam and dental exam within the past year, and vaccines for flu,
HPV, and COVID-19. Baseline survey data were used in the current analyses.

Over 80% of youth reported visiting the library at least once a year, and nearly
40% visited at least once a week. Results revealed no statistically significant association
between library usage and engagement in preventive healthcare. However, tfrends
indicate that a greater percentage of respondents who engaged in preventive
healthcare services had visited the library. Among those not engaged in services, over
60% visited the library annually.

The findings suggest that libraries could serve as valuable community-
based health hubs for individuals exposed to ACEs. For example, frequent visitors could
receive sex education, opportunities for physical activity, and creative engagement
resources, while annual visitors could access annual healthcare services, such as
vaccines or physical health exams. Overall, the study highlights how investments in
public infrastructure like libraries could help support the healthy development of ACE-
exposed youth.
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